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Newman: Frame-Up
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J .
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*

Be careful about that picture you hang on the wall.
It may reveal the real you!

B

ing. He offered to take her to the bus
ack in the early 1930s, my
stop and, on the way, asked her to
father went to West Africa as a
marry him.
missionary. He soon decided
“This is a little quick,” she replied.
that Africa was no place for a
“HI have to think about it.” Three
single man and returned to
days later she accepted, and 10 days
England determined to find a wife.
later her fiance left for Africa. It
Not that he found no candidates in
would be six months before she folAfrica; many times, as he traveled
lowed on the last passenger ship to
from church to church, mothers
leave Britain before World War II.
would invite him home for Sabbath
On April 24, 1940, at 8 a.m., they
lunch, hoping he would fall in love
were married in Ibadan, Nigeria. I
with a precious daughter.
don’t know how long a marriage has
With his six-month home leave
to endure to be considered successin England almost up, Father had
ful; at this time, they’ve been husseen no candidate who had raised
band and wife for 63 years.. . .
his pulse, and certainly no one had
Admittedly, Dad rushed things a
volunteered to end his loneliness.
bit more than our culture’s social
Only two Sabbaths remained when a
conventions usually approve. Howpastor invited him home for lunch,
and wonder of wonders, a beautiful
*J. David Newman is Senior Pastor of
young lady just happened to be visthe
Good Hope Seventh-day Adventiting the parsonage. The lonely misist
Church
in Burtonsville, Maryland.
sionary spent a happy afternoon
He
was
for
11 years Editor of Mintalking with her. As the Sabbath day
istry
magazine.
was dying, Father’s hopes were ris-

13

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2003

1

Perspective Digest, Vol. 8 [2003], No. 2, Art. 11

To the Adventists, the Sabbath was not simply a doctrine; it was a
day of fellowship with their soon-coming Lord. This emphasis came
just as Charles Darwin's Origin of Species was published
in 1859. Less well known is that he sketched his first outline in 1844.
No concept could so devastate relationship with God as one that
replaced the Creator with an evolutionary hypothesis.

ever, his hurry highlights the premium all of us place on relationships.
We were not made solitary creatures.
We crave companionship. As our
God said when he created Earth’s
first human: “It is not good that man
should be alone.”

Noah announced the Flood. Moses
warned Pharaoh what would happen if he didn’t let the Israelites leave
Egypt. Because of widespread apostasy, Jeremiah predicted the doom of
Jerusalem. John the Baptist proclaimed the coming of the Messiah.
Agabus warned Paul what would
happen to him in Jerusalem.
Of course, none of these events
was of the magnitude of Christ’s
return to Earth. So God raised up
not just one person but a whole
community of believers to proclaim
his coming. This message was especially relevant, because many of the
churches in the early 1800s believed
there would be a thousand years of
peace before Jesus returned. The
world, they thought, was gradually
getting to be a better place.
Vital to the early Adventists’
search for relationship in and
through their church were several
doctrines.

Adventist Beginnings
As with people, so with churches:
The Seventh-day Adventist Church
began as a search for relationship.
William Miller, a Baptist farmer and
lay preacher, became convinced that
Jesus was about to return to this
Earth in 1843 or 1844. He wanted to
see Jesus face to face. Soon, many
others came to share his eager expectation, only to be disappointed and
abandon their hope. But a little
group simply could not surrender
their hope of fellowship with Jesus.
So James and Ellen White, along with
retired sea captain Joseph Bates, were
among those who founded the Adventist Church.
God always sends someone to
warn the world before a great event.

Sabbath
To the Adventists, the Sabbath
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would call them forth either to punishment and ultimate oblivion or to
eternal relationship with their Creator/Redeemer.

was not simply a doctrine; it was a
day of fellowship with their sooncoming Lord. This emphasis came
just as Charles Darwins Origin of
Species was published in 1859. Less
well known is that he sketched his
first outline in 1844.1 No concept
could so devastate relationship with
God as one that replaced the Creator
with an evolutionary hypothesis.
And no doctrine could so directly
restore relationship as the Sabbath,
which stood as a weekly reminder of
God’s literal creation of, and relationship with, Earth’s first parents.

Health
God raised up a church to teach
the true meaning of health. Most
churches of the time were concerned
only with the spiritual aspect of
humanity. The Adventists taught, to
the contrary, that humans are physical, mental, and spiritual, all critical
to relationship with God and our fellow humans. Psychologists of our day
well recognize the part these elements
play in harmonious development of
the personality and thus of relationships. The message: Poor health is not
conducive to rich relationships.

Death and Resurrection
God raised up a church to teach
the truth of what happens to a person
who dies. Most churches had the dead
going either to heaven or to an everburning hell—the later destination a
devastating blow to hopes for relationship with a benevolent God. And,
of course, death itself was considered
by many to be the end, forever the
end, of a relationship. Then, in the
middle of the 1800s, the Fox sisters
popularized spiritualism, through
which a grieving survivor could communicate with a dead loved one—a
claim millions of our day hear daily
on Crossing Over, a devil-inspired
television program. Those early
Adventists had the right answers:
Whatever the ultimate fate of the
deceased, they were neither in heaven
nor hell, but sleeping dreamlessly
until the resurrection, when Jesus

Sanctuary
This often misunderstood doctrine has been the source of much
anxiety among some conscientious
Adventists, who view it as robbing
people of their assurance of salvation. Its real message, however, is to
prepare a people to enter into a personal relationship with Jesus. The
relational aspects of not only this
doctrine but others—the law, for
example—were to be emphasized.
But for many, truth about Jesus
became more important than truth
in Jesus. Thus Ellen White wrote: “As
a people, we have preached the law
until we are as dry as the hills of
Gilboa that had neither dew nor
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rain” (Advent Review and Sabbath
Herald, March 11, 1890). She urged
the church to make Jesus the focus of
every message. And that means relationship with a Person rather than
simply information about a doctrine.

something about Jesus. Truth is helpful only if it leads me closer to Jesus.
Truth is valuable only if it helps me
build a relationship with Jesus.
Relationships
Relationships are what we are built
for, what we hunger for, what we die
for. Many people become disenchanted with church because they
find lots of doctrines, lots of rules,
but very little love and acceptance.
God raised up the Adventist Church
to prepare a world estranged from
God for eternal relationships in the
presence of God. “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not
counting men’s sins against them.
And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:19).
God wants to become connected
to every one of his children. He
wants us to reconnect with people
we’ve written off our “Christian
list.” Sinners and saints, friends and
enemies, strangers and relatives—
he wants us to tell them about his
merciful love. He wants us to tell
them that they can come to Jesus
just as they are. And more: He
wants us to be the real thing. Anything less is a “frame-up,” and people blame him for what we do. He
must ever be “framed right.” Our
challenge is to live the truth as it is
in Jesus, so that seeing us, our fellow
sinners will see him, and seeing
him, love him.
Salvation is not a question of what

Truth in Jesus
Paul wrote to the Ephesian
church about the importance of
keeping priorities straight.
“Surely you heard of him and
were taught in him in accordance
with the truth that is in Jesus” (4:21,
NIV).2 Doctrine is only truth as it is
in Jesus. Jesus said, “T am the way
and the truth and the life. No one
comes to the Father except through
me’” (John 14:6).
Jesus came to show that God is
life, that he is gracious, caring, and
loving. Pilate had opportunity to
find the truth. As he questioned
Jesus, he said, “cYou are a king, then!’
Jesus answered, ‘You are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came
into the world, to testify to the truth.
Everyone on the side of truth listens
to me’” (John 18:37).
Pilate then asked, “‘What is
truth?’” (vs. 38). But he never stayed
to talk to the Truth. Truth stared him
in the face and he blinked. Pilate was
more concerned to find the truth
about Jesus—where he was from
and so on—than he was to talk with
Truth himself.
Truth is relevant only if it tells me
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Truth Cluster
Ellen White urged the same type
of introduction:
“The sacrifice of Christ as an
atonement for sin is the great truth
around which all other truths cluster. In order to be rightly understood and appreciated, every truth
in the Word of God, from Genesis
to Revelation, must be studied in
the light that streams from the cross
of Calvary. I present before you the
great, grand m onum ent of mercy
and regeneration, salvation and
redemption— the Son of God uplifted on the cross. This is to be the
foundation of every discourse given
by our ministers.”3
But it has not been. And because
of this, our denomination has failed
to prepare the world for the second
coming of Jesus. We failed because we
became more interested in talking
about truth than we were in living
truth as it is in Jesus. We became
more interested in looking down at
non-Adventists than we were in loving them in Jesus. We spent more
time on how not to dress than on how
to rest secure in robes of righteousness. We became so involved in endtime events and the role the Sabbath
would play in them, that we obscured
the joy of our Saviour’s return.
So we became known as a church
that worships on a different day, that
doesn’t eat certain kinds of food,
that dresses in certain ways— in
other words, a church that is differ-

we can or can’t do; it is not about perfection and never making a mistake.
Rather, salvation is about an attitude
of faith and trust in Jesus.
Say that you come to visit me. I
show you to a seat in the living room
and begin to tell you all about my
wife’s cat. Odds are, if you’ve never
met my wife, you’d rather hear about
her than her cat. I change the subject
to the Master’s thesis my wife
researched at the university. Do you
get excited about whatever esoteric
subject she explored? And then I tell
you that my wife is one of the most
caring persons I’ve ever known, and
that I traveled 6,000 miles to find
her, and that it took a miracle to
bring us together. Try to convince
me you’d not be hoping this wonderful creature will come smiling
out of the kitchen d o or.. ..
It’s like that with Jesus. I can tell
you about his disciples and how one
of them had his hand in the piggy
bank. Their prowess as fisherman.
How the lawyers sought to outwit
Jesus and that his parables left audiences wondering what he was really
talking about. Then, just as you’re
stifling a yawn, I tell you that he is
the most caring person I’ve ever
met. I speak of the miracle that
brought us together and how we
became close friends. And then,
when I was given a death sentence,
h e .. . . Well, try to tell me you’re not
hoping for an introduction to this
wonderful person!
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ent. We are not known as a church
that loves Jesus. We are not known
for making the cross central in our
teachings and in our lives.

I have been in homes where my
hosts could not afford a frame. So
they hung a picture of Christ without
a frame. A frame, however, has some
advantages. From a utilitarian viewpoint, it makes it easier to hang the
picture. And a lovely frame adds luster to the picture. But make the frame
the dominant element and the picture
suffers—see for yourself on the cover
of this issue! You will observe that
almost everything is frame and mat.
You can see only a tiny portion of the
original picture. This frame illustrates

The Frame
On this page is a contemporary
picture of Jesus on the cross. It is my
favorite. If I were to remove the picture and hang an empty frame on the
wall, you would doubt my sanity. In
how many homes have you had your
hosts say, “Please come and look at
my frames. Aren’t they beautiful!”
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cross tells us that we are at peace
with God and with one another. The
cross tells us that this life is only the
beginning of an eternal relationship
with God.
My father traveled 10,000 miles
back to England to find a wife. I
traveled 6,000 miles from home to
find a wife. We both sought relationships. Superceding even the
marriage relationship is that to be
found with God, a relationship that
will last through all eternity. This is
the gospel, the good news of
restored fellowship with our Creator. This is the truth, the living
Truth that God wants us to know,
feel, live, and share with others. And
it all begins on our knees at the foot
of the cross.
Here, then, is the truth the Adventist Church has been commissioned to take to the world: God is
love and he loves us so intensively, he
wants us so longingly, that he died to
win us. Let not the frame be our
message. Let not the frame obscure
our message. Rather, let it complement our message, which must ever
center in the truth as it is in Jesus. □

what happened to Adventism. The
special doctrines of the church
became more important than Jesus.
Gods vision for the Adventist
Church is the one Ellen White
expressed:
“Hanging upon the cross Christ
was the gospel. Now we have a message, ‘Behold the Lamb of God, which
taketh away the sins of the world.’
Will not our church members keep
their eyes fixed on a crucified and
risen Saviour, in whom their hopes of
eternal life are centered? This is our
message, our argument, our doctrine,
our warning to the impenitent, our
encouragement for the sorrowing, the
hope for every believer.”4
Great Need
Why is the truth as it is in Jesus so
im portant for us today? Because
only in Jesus do we find the solutions to the problems of this world,
which desperately needs relationship. Most crimes are committed,
money spent, wars fought, families
divided, divorces sought because
people cannot determine who they
really are. Are we worth anything?
Are we valuable? To whom?
The cross tells me that had there
been no other person in the world,
Christ would have died for me! This
is the message of the cross to every
human being. We matter to God.
The cross tells us that God will do
anything, even to giving up his life,
to win our allegiance and love. The
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